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The (Still Frail) Incorporation of the Sustainability Concept in Chilean Urban Planning Instruments
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Resumen:    
A certain level of coherence and integration between these territorial planning instruments is necessary in order
to embrace the vision, objectives, guidelines, and initiatives and to assure that the concept of sustainability is
explicit in the urban planning as a whole. [...]because there is minimum consideration of the concept of
sustainability in the Urban Development Regulatory Plans and Inter-communal Regulatory Plans, and because
there is a lack of presence of the concept of sustainability in the Communal Regulatory Plans at almost all the
levels of abstraction, we conclude that, in Chile, the territorial planning instruments lack a real consideration of
the concept of sustainability in their design and statements. [...]sectorial decisions that ministries drive through
their own planning and investment programs50 predominate beyond the efforts of regional and local planning
being promoted through the instruments analyzed.   
Enlaces: Base URL to 360 Link: 
Texto completo:   
I. Introduction  
In recent decades, there has been a growing interest and concern regarding sustainability. Various academic
and political groups have disseminated this growing concern for sustainability through diverse conventions and
multilateral agreements. Although the concept of sustainability has been internationally promoted, taking the
concept to practice is, in the end, a task given to national governments. The national governments then
frequently delegate responsibilities to lower levels of government. This is a crosscutting task that requires efforts
for institutional and sectorial coordination along with capacity building,1 interdisciplinary approaches, and
comprehensive planning, all combined with ongoing theoretical contributions on the subject.  
In this context, territorial urban planning committed to the pursuit of a perdurable balance between the
environmental, social, and economic fields is needed to increase urban sustainability. This article discusses
how the concept of sustainability and its dimensions have been incorporated into Chile's territorial planning
instruments. For this article, we have chosen to examine five territorial planning instruments: two of normative
character and three of indicative character. Together these instruments form the basic structure of urban
development and planning in major Chilean cities.  
The case studies for the analysis either are consolidated metropolitan areas in Chile (Greater Santiago,
Valparaíso, and Gran Concepcion) or are in the process of becoming a consolidated metropolitan area (Iquique-
Alto Hospicio, Antofagasta, La Serena-Coquimbo, RancaguaMachali, Temuco-Padre de las Casas, and Puerto
Montt-Puerto Varas). The case studies correspond to nine regions2 and fifty-nine communes3 where almost
60% of the total population of the country resides, and where the selected planning instruments are put into
action.  
Based on a methodology that combines techniques of content analysis and the application of descriptive
statistics using results of an exploratory nature, we concluded that the concept of sustainability (as conceived
theoretically) is scarcely incorporated, especially in normative instruments. The recognition of some of its main
dimensions-social equity, local economic development, and environmental sustainability-is also uncommon.  
II. Sustainability: From Abstraction to Praxis  
The concept of sustainability is increasingly popular and in frequent use around the world. Sustainability
appears in reports, academic papers, the news, and even in advertisements, most often with a positive
connotation.4 There is little clarity, however, as to what sustainability means. There have been various
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interpretations and formulations of the concept of sustainability. These various interpretations and formulations
emphasize different aspects of sustainability and prioritize different practices, depending on the discursive
matrix to which they are affiliated.5  
To date, the most recognized form of the concept of sustainable development is associated with the 1987
publication of the United Nations World Commission on Environment and Development report "Our Common
Future," better known as the Brundtland Report.6 The Brundtland Report highlights the importance of balancing
the needs of present and future generations in ecological, social, and economic fields to overcome the
challenges we face, and to better achieve sustainable development.7  
To achieve these balances, it is important to respect the capacity for renewal and provision of ecosystems, as
well as to review and reconsider the horizons of our processes of decision-making, focusing on the long term, to
be able to promote intergenerational equity. In 2000, Ravetz popularized the balance between three areas-
social and political, economy and industry, and environment and resources-by plotting three spheres that
intersect to demonstrate a scheme for achieving sustainability.8 Public policy and its planning must
simultaneously promote equilibrium between human needs and consumption demands to achieve a greater
quality of life. This encourages greener lifestyles within cultural goals and endorses more efficient, cleaner
technologies to protect the earth's ecosystems, while still attending to humanity's needs. The difficulty of
translating this conceptual model into practice has led to different interpretations of both the model proposed by
Ravetz, as well as the scope of the concept of sustainability.9  
While there is no consensus on how to implement the definition of sustainability,10 we highlight the United
Nations' Agenda 21 of 1992 as one of the tentative definitions.11 Agenda 21 is possibly the bestknown and
most referenced source when translating the concept of sustainability into lines of action, including more
concrete and specific programs.12 According to Barton, the "[Brundtland] report showed [a] broad framework of
interconnected systems, each with a clear direction, while the Agenda 21 criteria, indicated the aspects of
management at the local level."13  
Since then, many summits and multilateral agreements have occurred, such as the Cancún Climate Change
Conference in 2010 and the Rio United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development in 2012. These
summits and agreements have contributed to strengthening the concept of sustainability in the international
sphere by reinforcing its status as a universal goal.14 This universal goal is based on a global interest shared
by all of humanity and is the responsibility of each and every country, especially those politically committed to
this international issue.  
These events are able to establish bridges between the international arena, where the negotiations take place,
and the local scales of national states.15 This statement is reaffirmed by most of the United Nations final reports
on sustainability, which contain sections devoted specifically to the urban issue.16 Without going into the
specifics of any of these international agreements, what interests us is emphasizing that as a signatory, the
Chilean state must take steps to implement content prescribed in these documents within its territory.  
It is also challenging to incorporate the spatial variable into the process of applying the concept of sustainability
to urban issues. Environmental Impact Reports are well advanced on this aspect, particularly regarding building
comprehensive assessment methodologies for urban project reviews.17 These impact reports, however, are
undertaken after the planning has already been developed. They try to ensure that the guidelines and the
regulatory codes are followed and enforced. Therefore, these studies can contribute only to urban sustainability
within previously defined frameworks. The concept of sustainability must be incorporated into the earlier stage
of defining the vision (ideally) or at least prior to the actual exercise of urban or territorial planning.  
Additionally, it is important to consider that some forms of spatial organization are more compatible with the
promotion of urban sustainability than others. For example, the existence of urban sub-centers that offer
services may reduce the need for extra commutes in large metropolitan areas, saving energy as well as
reducing levels of air and noise pollution.18 Another example is enhanced technology for construction to allow



better circulation of air that may decrease adverse effects associated with the formation of heat islands.19  
While there is no single answer to which shape and spatial organization is more sustainable, other authors have
advanced the field of study that relates the spatial variable with urban sustainability.20 As a corollary, planning
has to take care of this issue: from activities that are purely spatial zoning, to the most indicative-creating goals
and action Unes for the local setting. There is still little progress, however, in the incorporation of sustainability
in urban planning and this should be a priority.21 Although there is no doubt that it is not enough to incorporate
the concept of sustainability in territorial planning instruments, whether they are regulatory or just guidelines, the
consideration of the scope of this conceptualization in territorial planning instruments is an important step.  
Despite its lack of precision in operative terms, various international organizations have disseminated and
globally defended the concept of sustainability; and the concept has gained much strength in the discursive
field. The term "sustainability" is used as a kind of "desirable adjective" for any type of policy, program, or
project, whether for civil society, the state, private, or all the above. Perhaps the concept's vagueness in its
deployment into practice is its main strength. It allows each actor to tailor a solution to the particular
circumstances. Difficulties emerge, however, in identifying and comparing the levels of sustainability achieved
over time, and in different localities and territories of the world. Faced with this dilemma, there are a number of
possible theoretical positions and associated methodological designs. Ravetz, for example, maintains that this
dilemma leads to an oxymoron, in which the evaluation of sustainability is both impossible and essential.22
Kerry Turner proposed a classification system focusing not on whether something is sustainable or
unsustainable, but instead classifying it from weakest to strongest in sustainability-in which strongly sustainable
is the goal to follow.23 Despite the differences in their proposals, both authors share a more conceptual
approach to the subject.24 In this article, the focus is put on whether or not the sustainability concept and its
main dimensions are included in the texts of the Chilean territorial planning instruments, regardless of the
nuances regarding its conceptualization. In this sense, this is a more pragmatic investigation.  
The focus of this article is practical and concentrates on analysing in which manner and how accurately the
concept of sustainability has been collected in the territorial planning instruments in Chile. The methodology
corresponds to a study with an exploratory focus: investigating a problem rarely studied, inquiring from an
innovative perspective, and paving the way for further studies.25 Its main thrust is focused on classifying and
analysing specific cases reviewing territorial planning instruments in nine regions-consolidated metropolitan
areas (Greater Santiago, Greater Valparaiso and Greater Concepcion) or areas in the process of becoming
metropolitan areas (IquiqueAlto Hospicio, Antofagasta, La Serena-Coquimbo, Rancagua-Machali, Temuco-
Padre de las Casas, and Puerto Montt-Puerto Varas). Additionally, this article is pioneering as it is trying to
generate knowledge that will allow an increase in research on the relationship between sustainability and urban
planning instruments.  
III. Territorial Planning Instruments with Impact on Urban Development  
There are five territorial planning instruments with higher incidence in urban development in Chile. Two types of
territorial planning instruments are distinguished: (1) The territorial planning instruments of normative character
that regulate land uses, such as the Inter-communal Regulatory Plans26 and the Communal Regulatory
Plans;27 and (2) the territorial planning instruments of indicative nature which set the guidelines for land uses
and priorities for nonrestrictive public investment-such as the Regional Development Strategy,28 the Urban
Development Regulatory Plan,29 and the Community Development Plan.30  
The legal and institutional framework of the Inter-communal Regulatory Plan, Communal Regulatory Plan, and
Urban Development Regulatory Plan are conformed by the General Law of Urbanism and Construction (LGUC)
Law No. 458 of 197531 and all the periodicals of the Division of Urban Development of the Ministry of Housing
and Urbanism (MINVU).32 The Constitutional Law on Regional Government and Administration (LOCGAR) Law
No. 19.175,33 dictated in March of 1993, is the legal framework of the Regional Development Strategy.
LOCGAR led to the creation of regional governments in Chile and advanced the regional administrative



decentralization process initiated by the military government in 1974,34 all in the absence of democracy. Finally,
the Constitutional Law of Municipalities (LOCM) No. 18.695 is the legal framework of the Community
Development Plan.35 The LOCM was substantially amended in 2006, and replaced several aspects of the
original law enacted in 1988 by the popular military government (significantly restricting local autonomy and
sovereignty).36 Today, both the Regional Development Strategy and Community Development Plan are under
the institutional framework of the Sub-secretariat of Regional Development of the Ministry of Interior. Table 1
shows the most important aspects of the territorial planning instruments with urban impact.  
While sustainability is a broad concept that is not universally applied, incorporating sustainability into documents
such as territorial planning instruments with urban impact reveals that those involved and responsible for urban
planning increasingly value the concept of sustainability and perceive it as key for the future of cities.37 This is a
step in the direction of sustainable development. Exploratory research is justified in this study because planning
documents are being reviewed in search of the use these documents give to the concept of sustainability.
Exploratory research is also justified because it is known that there will be access to all the required documents
for the analysis and additionally, it allows us to advance in the understanding of how to promote sustainability in
its purely spatial sphere.  
This exploratory study seeks to determine to what extent the concept of sustainability has been collected in
regulatory and indicative territorial planning instruments in Chile. Therefore, our hypothesis is as follows:
Although the concept of sustainability has not been applied in its comprehensive understanding by the
regulatory and indicative territorial planning instruments, it has been partially applied in its dimensions (social,
economic and environmental). The incidence, however, is not ample, multidimensional, or homogeneous
enough between territorial planning instruments, making urban planning in Chile an exercise that is rather
untied to considerations of sustainability in its design and development.  
IV. Methodology  
Official documents published in paper or on official websites are reviewed to analyze how and to what extent
the concept of sustainability is explicit in the various instruments of urban and territorial planning in Chile, of
both indicative and normative character. Most of these documents are located in the National Territorial
Planning Instruments section of the web page of the Urban Observatory of the Ministry of Housing and
Urbanism.38 Only those instruments in force are considered.  
Content analysis is used to understand this material. This technique seeks to infer relevant consequences of
sociological, political, and historical nature among others, about the origin, destination, and aspects of the
messages. The objective of content analysis consists in concretely observing and recognizing the meaning of
the elements that structure the documents (words, phrases) and in properly classifying them for analysis and
subsequent explanation.39  
The instruments selected and described above form the basis of the determinants of land use and are of major
urban impact. The instruments, however, reflect the aspirations of institutional and civic character regarding the
development of urban centers and the territory in general, without prejudice to the fact that in most cases, reality
does not necessarily match with the guidelines proposed.40  
The initial stage of this study is to identify and systemize the incorporation of the concept of sustainability. To
conduct this initial stage, we established three levels of abstraction to categorize the identified terms. The
categories are also related to structural hierarchies that are present in the descriptions of the territorial planning
instrument (IPT):  
* Level of political abstraction: Refers to any explicit definition of the concept of sustainability in terms of the
vision, mission, and/ or target-image of the instrument.  
* Level of strategic abstraction: Refers to any explicit definition of the concept of sustainability in terms of
general and specific objectives, strategic guidelines, and/or scope of intervention of the instrument.  
* Level of operating abstraction: Refers to any explicit definition of the concept of sustainability in terms of



specific initiatives, projects, programs, and/or specific lines of action of the instrument.  
The first level of abstraction is defined as political because those involved in the instrument's design or
formulation notice in the vision or mission that there is a need for the instrument's design or formulation to reach
a certain level of agreement regarding a common general image or shared long-term goal for the territory in
question. In this sense, it is political because those that participate in its construction need to negotiate and
make compromises to find a common ground that will orient the planning process. In some cases, this even
includes involvement of the affected population or at least part of their representatives, through civil participation
instances. In this regard, in the level classified as political, we reviewed whether the concept of sustainability
has been included in the future vision set out in the documents to assess whether those involved in its
formulation assume sustainability as something valuable and desirable in urban planning.  
The second level of abstraction is defined as strategic because it reflects the different options perceived as
available at the time the -planning instruments were developed to achieve the mission or target image
established previously at the political level. It is strategic because it is embedded in the set of specific objectives
or guidelines that are to be prioritized within the scope of the instrument. In a sense, it is strategic because it
defines, in general outlines, the main areas and actions to be taken as to achieve the general goal. This is an
intermediate level between the most conceptual-here, the political level-and the closest to the practical-the
operative level. The presence of the concept of sustainability in these more strategic sections of the documents
reveals an incorporation of the concept of sustainability beyond the most basic and general level of
concordance of the concept. This is achieved not only by naming it, but also by establishing guidelines for its
implementation.  
Finally, the third level of abstraction is defined as operative, as it tries to recognize if the concept of
sustainability is explicit in initiatives, projects, or specific lines of action proposed by the instrument. This is the
level closest to the implementation of a more sustainable territorial planning. The presence of the concept at this
level indicates a higher standard of commitment to sustainability, particularly if the concept has been
incorporated into the other two levels and especially if it is a policy instrument.  
These three levels of abstraction allow us to better identify, distinguish, and ponder the judgment regarding how
explicitly the concept of sustainability is incorporated in the instruments of territorial planning. Overall, the three
levels range from more conceptual to more practical considerations, as shown in Figure 3.  
Because the concept of sustainability is multidimensional, however, it was considered necessary to implement a
certain level of disaggregation, based on the three most recognized dimensions of sustainability. The three
levels of sustainability are defined recursively in the literature as:  
* Social Equity: Refers to greater inclusion and social justice in terms of equal opportunities, rights, and
obligations relating to various aspects of human development.41  
* Local Economic Development: Suggests that economic development should make an efficient and sustainable
use of existing endogenous resources by encouraging local entrepreneurship and the creation of an innovative
environment in the territory.42  
* Environmental Sustainability: Refers to an efficient and rational use of environmental goods and services of
the current population, without compromising or impairing the welfare of future generations.43  
Based on these two categories-abstraction levels and dimensions of sustainability-we are capable of analyzing
the different instruments of territorial planning, corresponding to the metropolitan areas in Chile: Santiago,
Valparaiso, and Concepcion, and also the areas in the process of becoming metropolitan areas: Iquique-Alto
Hospicio, Antofagasta, La Serena-Coquimbo, Rancagua-Machalí, Temuco-Padre de las Casas, and Puerto
Montt-Puerto Varas. For each level of abstraction, the three possible dimensions are considered. We added a
fourth column when the concept of sustainability is explicitly and accurately contained in the definitions. This is
only considered, however, for political and strategic levels of abstraction, not for operative level of abstraction.
This is because, at this level, initiatives and/or projects tend to be more specific in some of the dimensions of



their definition. Figure 4 graphically shows the classification scheme utilized.  
Finally, in the construction of the tables and the analysis, we used a binary character classification for the
systematization. The value "0" is assigned when the concept of sustainability or one (or more) of its dimensions
is not explicit in the revised territorial planning instrument. The value is "1" if the concept of sustainability is
explicit. Following this scheme, we reviewed several documents related to territorial planning instruments in
Chile and created a database in which the abstraction levels intersect with the use of the concept of
sustainability and its three dimensions. We then analyzed the tables based on descriptive statistics.  
V. Results Analysis  
As noted above, we analyzed the territorial planning instruments that have a direct effect on the urban planning
of each consolidated Chilean metropolitan area or area in the process of becoming metropolitan area. Each
territorial planning instrument can be described from the point of view of its demographic and political-
administrative capacities, as seen in Table 2. These correspond to nine metropolitan areas, located in nine of a
total of the fifteen regions. Table 2 describes the number of municipalities that are a part of the metropolitan
areas and the population numbers of those areas in relation to the total population of the regions where they are
located. For the metropolitan area of Iquique-Alto Hospicio, only two communes (or municipalities) are part of
the metropolitan region, out of a total of seven that compose the region. Nonetheless, these two communes
contain the majority of the region's population (86.1%). In the case of Gran Santiago, thirty-four out of fifty-two
communes constitute the metropolis, containing 87.8% of its region population.  
Therefore, the analysis involves nine urban areas where 66.4% of the total region's population resides. Not only
does this reveal high demographic concentration, but also pohtical-administrative concentration, as the urban
centers comprise 59 of a total of 270 existing municipalities in the nine regions selected. Additionally, it is
important to point out that 58.3% of the country's population lives in these metropolitan areas, but these
metropolitan areas only make up 17.1% of the total number of municipalities in the country. It is important to
note that all the municipalities considered in this analysis are urban and reach, on average, a level of
urbanization close to 100%.  
Accordingly, considering this reality, we will analyze the contents of the territorial planning instrument under the
proposed methodology. For this purpose, we will arrange the territorial planning instruments from the largest to
the smallest with respect to the spatial scale, with regional instruments being the largest and local instruments
being the smallest. We will also consider, however, a hierarchy principle from a theoretical point of view.44 The
proposed order for the analysis will be: Regional Development Strategy, Urban Development Regulatory Plan,
Inter-communal Regulatory Plans, Community Regulatory Plans and Community Development Plan.45  
A. Regional Development Strategy Analysis  
The contents of the Regional Development Strategy of the nine regions considered for analysis are shown in
Table 3. This table summarizes the results of the review of the in each region where the metropolitan areas are
located. The results are expressed in binary terms, where 1 indicates it is positive and 0 that it is negative. This
procedure of checking for the inclusion of the sustainability concept and/or of one of its dimensions was made
for the three levels of abstraction (political, strategic and operative). This same procedure was made for the
other territorial planning instruments analysed in this work. In the case of the results found for the Regional
Development Strategy instrument, we can see that the Araucania region's Regional Development Strategy
mentions the sustainability concept and its dimensions in both the political and the strategic level. Nonetheless,
when we reach the operational level, there is no mention of the dimensions of sustainability (reminder: at this
level there isn't a specific category for the sustainability concept because its allusive nature is not a good fit for
the operational level of abstraction, as it was explained at the methodology section). Complementary to this left
to right reading of the table that is focused on a case-by-case analysis, there is a top to bottom reading, focused
on the categories. In this form of reading, we can see that in spite of the fact that only five of the instruments
contemplated a mention to the local economic development in the political level of abstraction, all nine of the



instruments made mention to sustainability in the strategic level. Overall, it is in the strategic level that the
majority of inclusions of the concept of sustainability and its dimensions can be found.  
We determined that the concept of sustainability in the Regional Development Strategies is of indicative nature.
This means that they do not oblige the different public entities to comply with the guidelines of this instrument. In
contrast, normative instruments, such as the Intercommunal Regulatory Plan and the Communal Regulatory
Plan, require all public entities and actors involved in urban planning to comply with its specifications,
restrictions, and requirements. Table 3 is expressed on a more strategic level of abstraction and less on an
operative level of abstraction. In practice, this means that it is more likely to find the concept of sustainability
explicitly stated in general objectives, specific objectives, and guidehnes, rather than in the vision of the pursued
regional strategy. We must note, however, that the first situation (an inclusion of the sustainability concept and
its dimensions) occurs in only five of the nine Regional Development Strategies analyzed. We must also take
into account that in the consolidated three metropolitan areas, the concept is only present in the case of Gran
Valparaiso at the strategic level.  
If we consider the explicit content that each dimension of sustainability reaches at the three levels of abstraction
proposed, Table 3 shows that the highest concentration also occurs at the strategic level and to a lesser extent,
at the operative level. What is notorious is the primacy of the Local Economic Development dimension at the
strategic level, which is explicitly present in the Regional Development Strategies of all the reviewed cases. On
the other hand, at the level of political abstraction, the dimension of Social Equality prevails (seven of nine
cases), while at the strategic level, Local Economic Development (nine of nine cases) and at the operative level,
Environmental Sustainability (four of nine cases).  
In summary, we can consider that the Regional Development Strategy is an instrument of indicative nature that
is supposed to have the capacity to visualize regional development from the perspective of the future. The
Regional Development Strategy is also designed to guide public and private action, thus also guiding preceding
normative planning. It is concerning that the Regional Development Strategy only explicitly contemplates the
concept of sustainability in its vision statement in a few cases-not even at the operational level.  
B. Urban Development Regulatory Plan Analysis Our analysis of the results of the revision and classification of
the contents of the explanatory notes of the Urban Development Regulatory Plan, are summarized in Table 4.
Table 4 shows the same analysis performed for the previous case, but this time applied to the PRDU. The
concept of sustainability is not explicitly present in most Urban Development Regulatory Plans, only reaching its
maximum expression at the strategic level of abstraction (three of nine cases). There is an explicit inclusion of
the concept of sustainability in terms of overall and specific objectives, strategic guidelines, and/or scope of
intervention of the instrument. While the Urban Development Regulatory Plan is a planning tool that is more
limited in its objectives than the Regional Development Strategy, including the concept of sustainability in the
Urban Development Regulatory Plan would help define the roles of urban centers, and would support the
decision process on public and private investment in the territory. We do not understand why the concept of
sustainability is rarely present in these instruments.  
In terms of dimensions, only the consideration of the Urban Development Regulatory Plan's environmental
sustainability dimension is significant at the level of strategic abstraction, as it is present in six of nine cases
reviewed in the Urban Development Regulatory Plan. The consideration is marginal for the three levels of
abstraction with respect to the other dimensions of sustainability.  
C. Inter-communal Regulatory Plan Analysis  
We analyzed the contents of the Inter-communal Regulatory Plan using the same method as the other territorial
planning instruments. The results of this analysis are summarized in Table 5. Table 5 shows the same analysis
performed for the previous case, but this time applied to the Inter-communal Regulatory Plan. The primary
function of this normative instrument is to zone land uses in order to meet the different benefits that are present
in the territory (housing, transportation, equipment, areas of economic development, and areas of risk



protection). The Inter-communal Regulatory Plan is used especially to coordinate urban planning among
municipalities. These instruments barely contemplate the concept of sustainability at the strategic level of
abstraction (two of nine cases).  
As for the analysis of dimensions, the result is significant at the strategic level of abstraction only in the case of
the environmental sustainability dimension (six of nine cases). For example, in the case of Coquimbo's Inter-
communal Regulatory Plan, the Third and Fifth Articles complement each other to guarantee that urban
activities will be done taking into account environmental sustainability guidelines:  
Third Article: The zoning of productive activities that are classified as harmless, annoying, unhealthy, hazardous
or contaminant, will always be considered as having an intercommunal impact and may only be localized in
areas that are expressly recognized for this purposes. Productive activities will be graded in accordance with
the provisions of the General Urban Development and Construction Law [LGUC].  
Fifth Article: To protect and conserve natural resources and cultural heritage of intercommunal value, official
protection sites have been established. These correspond to the areas of official protection, defined by the
National System of Protected Areas, whose rules are established by the law N° 18.362 of the Agricultural
Ministry, and by the National Monuments entity, governed by the law N" 17.288 of National Monuments.46  
As for the other two levels of abstraction (political and operative), our review showed no explicit consideration of
these dimensions. The most likely explanation for this result has to do with the nature of the Inter-communal
Regulatory Plan. Although in some cases the documents mention that they consider the vision, it is not fully
explicit. If the statement was explicit, it would be considered a matter of the political level of abstraction of the
respective Regional Development Strategy. Sometimes, however, it is the Regional Development Strategy itself
that does not fit to the categories of analysis defined in this study. Finally, at the operative level, the Inter-
communal Regulatory Plan does not contemplate initiatives or specific projects, but rather modifications of
normative order, therefore are not feasible to be considered in our classification.  
D. Communal Regulatory Plan Analysis  
As was defined in Table 1, the Communal Regulatory Plan pursues very specific objectives which can be
summarized as follows: to define conditions of territorial occupation, to zone the urban area, to distribute
densities, to define priorities of urban expansion (when possible) and to define normative codes. Therefore,
under the methodology proposed in this study, when reviewing the fifty-nine Communal Regulatory Plans of the
communes in this study, the corresponding table results in basically all "Os", which is why it is not shown in this
case. That is, the Communal Regulatory Plan does not consider the concept of sustainability in either of the two
levels of abstraction (political and strategic), nor does it explicitly mention any of the three dimensions.  
In support of the above, we reviewed the Communal Regulatory Plans and were able to distinguish the most
frequent terms that give meaning and orientation to this communal-level planning instrument. Examples of these
terms are: territorial development, territorial vocation, compatibility of uses, harmonious development, improve
accessibility, enhance livability, optimize natural resources, and protect natural heritage. Although it is possible
to assign the latter terms to the dimension of environmental sustainability, they are the only cases at the level of
political abstraction that could be considered. These terms, however, are mentioned at a very low frequency
and were found in less than 10% of the reviewed Communal Regulatory Plans. Finally, considering the
objectives defined by the territorial planning instrument, none of the Communal Regulatory Plans mention the
concept of sustainability or make any reference to their dimensions.  
E. Community Development Plan Analysis  
Table 6 shows the analysis of the contents of Community Development Plans for a total of fifty-nine
municipalities.47 Performing the top to down reading, it is possible to observe that the concept of sustainability
has been explicitly included in less of one-third of the documents analyzed (27.6%) in the political level of
abstraction and less than one-fifth (17.2%) for the abstraction level. This result was surprising because this
instrument, that is indicative in its legal nature, is the territorial planning instrument that reaches the highest



levels of active public participation in Chile. The concept of sustainability is not present in the vision or goals of
the vast majority of the Community Development Plans analyzed. It is also barely included in the terms of
objectives or guidelines for action. This reveals that the territorial actors that participate in the formulation of this
type of territorial planning instrument have not appropriated the concept of sustainability. This same judgment
can be applied to professionals and experts that work in the formulation of other territorial planning instruments
previously analyzed, both of the public and private sectors.  
Table 6 shows that the levels of political abstraction of the three dimensions are not referred significantly. Only
20.1% of the reviewed Community Regulatory Plans referenced political abstraction. At the level of strategic
abstraction, the percentages improve substantially with respect to strategic abstraction, reaching in average
56.9%. The environmental sustainability dimension is present in 70.7% of the Community Regulatory Plans
analyzed (forty-one of fifty-nine cases). At the operative level of abstraction, there is a slight increase compared
to the strategic level reaching between the three dimensions, an average of 63.8%. The environmental
sustainability dimension stands out with 79.3% (forty-six of fifty-nine cases). By its nature, the Community
Development Plan is a territorial planning instrument that promotes more concrete initiatives to perform in the
framework of communal planning, compared to other instruments despite that a recent publication48 argues
that only 5% of these were actually made effective.  
F. Territorial Planning Instrument Relational Analysis  
We concluded our study by analyzing the five instruments that support the foundations of urban planning in
Chile. Graph 1 shows the differentials of the degree of explicitness that the three dimensions of sustainability
reach together. Although the sample sizes are different, we seek to understand through the comparative
reading that a higher percentage refers to greater consideration of the dimensions of the concept at different
levels of abstraction.  
The graph shows that the Regional Development Strategy concentrates comparatively the highest percentages
of explicit considerations of the dimensions of sustainability, especially those referred to the levels of strategic
and political abstraction (in that order). Less significant is the consideration in the level of operative abstraction.
In this case, however, the percentage exceeds what is reached for the same level of abstraction in the Urban
Development Regulatory Plan and Intercommunal Regulatory Plan. The Community Development Plans
contemplate a significant consideration of the dimensions at the operative and strategic levels of abstraction (in
that order).  
In all these cases, it is assumed that when the three dimensions of sustainability are present in more than half
of the territorial planning instruments, there is concrete evidence that the concept of sustainability is partially or
completely integrated and recognized. A certain level of coherence and integration between these territorial
planning instruments is necessary in order to embrace the vision, objectives, guidelines, and initiatives and to
assure that the concept of sustainability is explicit in the urban planning as a whole. Therefore, because there is
minimum consideration of the concept of sustainability in the Urban Development Regulatory Plans and Inter-
communal Regulatory Plans, and because there is a lack of presence of the concept of sustainability in the
Communal Regulatory Plans at almost all the levels of abstraction, we conclude that, in Chile, the territorial
planning instruments lack a real consideration of the concept of sustainability in their design and statements.  
VI. Conclusion  
We have been able to answer the research questions by reviewing the territorial planning instruments. We have
determined that the concept of sustainability as such has not been considered explicitly in most territorial
planning instruments. This is especially true regarding instruments of normative nature. In the Inter-communal
Regulatory Plan, consideration has been scarce and in the case of the Communal Regulatory Plan,
consideration has been inexistent. For indicative instruments, especially the Regional Development Strategy
and Community Development Plan, the fact is that in practice it is about instruments with less real impact on the
urban planning processes. This is true even though there is a further consideration at least in some of its



dimensions, especially on environmental sustainability.  
This responds to the fact that the institutional structure of the Chilean government maintains a high level of
centralization and sectorial character on public policy decisions. Therefore, sectorial decisions that ministries
drive through their own planning and investment programs50 predominate beyond the efforts of regional and
local planning being promoted through the instruments analyzed. This means that efforts to incorporate the
concept of sustainability in the territorial planning instrument not only results in insufficient, limited, and
heterogeneous, but the chances of materializing them into decisions that effectively promote actions in this
regard seems very distant. This is especially true in our large cities. In this sense, we have fulfilled the
hypothesis for this exploratory study.  
Finally, we can say that our country suffers from a policy that aims to progress in the incorporation of the
concept of sustainability and its dimensions in the territorial planning instrument. This reveals a combination of a
lack of command of the actors involved in the development and updating of these instruments and a certain
institutional resistance to recognize the concept when defining its mission and objectives.  
Footnote 
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Urban Development (CEDEUS) FONDAP 15110020 program and the Anillos Research Project SOC1106 of the
PIA program, both funded by the National Commission for Science and Technology of Chile (CONICYT).  
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